ABSTRACT: The orthodox view in contemporary epistemology is that Edmund Gettier refuted the JTB analysis of knowledge, according to which knowledge is justified true belief. In a recent paper Moti Mizrahi questions the orthodox view. According to Mizrahi, the cases that Gettier advanced against the JTB analysis are misleading. In this paper I defend the orthodox view.
It turns out that (I) is true, but not for the reasons that Smith thinks. For it turns out that Smith himself is the man who will get the job and that, unbeknownst to Smith, he also has ten coins in his pocket. Many have the strong intuition that Smith fails to know (I). Since Smith is justified in believing (I), we seem to have a counterexample to the JTB analysis.
But this case is misleading, according to Mizrahi, because Smith wishes to refer to the coins in Jones's pocket. Mizrahi invokes Saul Kripke's famous distinction between semantic reference and speaker's reference. 4 Roughly, the semantic referent of an expression is the thing designated by the expression according to the conventions of the language. The speaker's referent of an expression is the thing to which the speaker wishes to refer. Mizrahi argues that Gettier's first case is one where the semantic referent of 'coins' differs from the speaker's referent of 'coins.' The semantic referent is the set of coins in Smith's pocket, whereas the speaker's referent is the set of coins in Jones's pocket. 5 Since Smith fails to refer to the semantic referent of 'coins,' Gettier's first case is an instance of reference failure. This makes the case misleading, according to Mizrahi, since "we may be confusing the fact that Smith fails to refer to what actually fulfills the conditions for being the semantic referent of 'coins,' which is a semantic fact about the case, with an epistemic fact, namely that Smith doesn't know that (I) is the case." 6 Mizrahi concludes that our intuition about Gettier's first case should not be assigned much evidential weight.
Central to Mizrahi's argument is the possibility that we are confusing a certain kind of semantic failure with a certain kind of epistemic failure. This is supposed to explain our intuition about Gettier's first case. But if this is the correct explanation of our intuition, then the intuition should be absent when there is no such semantic failure. Unfortunately for Mizrahi, it is easy to revise Gettier's first case so that there is no such semantic failure. Suppose that Smith has strong evidence for believing that Jones is the man who will get the job and that Jones is handsome. We can suppose that Smith is justified in believing that Jones is handsome based on seeing Jones in person. Smith makes a rudimentary logical inference and says the following:
(I*) The man who will get the job is handsome. 4 Saul Kripke, "Speaker's Reference and Semantic Reference," Midwest Studies in Philosophy 2 (1977): 255-276. 5 Actually, it is far from clear that the semantic referent of 'coins' should be identified the specific set of coins in Smith's pocket, but this is Mizrahi's assertion, which I am willing to accept for present purposes. 6 Mizrahi, "Why Gettier Cases," 35.
It turns out that (I*) is true, but not for the reasons that Smith thinks. For it turns out that Smith is the man who will get the job and that, unbeknownst to Smith, he is also handsome. I cannot speak for everyone, but I have the strong intuition that Smith fails to know (I*). Since Smith is justified in believing (I*), we seem to have a counterexample to the JTB analysis.
As far as I can tell, there is no semantic failure when Smith uses the predicate 'is handsome.' Of course, theorists have various different opinions regarding the semantics of predicates. But, according to standard accounts, the semantic referent of a monadic predicate is a certain property, set, or function. To simplify matters, let us assume that the semantic referent of 'is handsome' is the property handsomeness. There is no special reason to insist that Smith, when using this predicate, fails to designate this property. He is using the predicate in the same way that he typically uses the predicate, after all. Mizrahi might argue that Smith is referring to Jones's handsomeness, rather than the general property handsomeness, and therefore there is semantic failure. But this argument would have very little plausibility. There are no independent grounds for making this argument, except that Smith intends to apply the predicate 'is handsome' to Jones. From this fact alone we should not conclude that there is semantic failure, unless we are prepared to conclude that many (most?) ordinary uses of the predicate are instances of semantic failure. When I say 'The president of the United States is handsome,' I intend to apply the predicate to Barack Obama. When I say 'Ryan Gosling is handsome,' I intend to apply the predicate to Ryan Gosling. When I say 'That guy is handsome,' I intend to apply the predicate to that guy. Even though I have specific men in mind when I use the predicate, it would be inappropriate to insist that I have failed to designate the semantic referent of the predicate.
In order for my case to parallel Gettier's original case, I have stipulated that Smith does not know that the predicate 'is handsome' applies to himself. 7 This might strike some readers as artificial, but it is not unrealistic to suppose that Smith is humble and therefore unaware of his own attractiveness. Of course, we can set up the case using different predicates. It seems to me that any monadic predicate would suffice, so long as Smith is justified in believing that the predicate applies to Jones, and Smith is unaware that the predicate also applies to himself. For example, we can set up the case using the predicate 'is wealthy.' For we can suppose that Smith is justified in believing that Jones is wealthy, but that Smith is unaware that he himself is wealthy (unbeknownst to Smith, he has recently inherited a fortune from a deceased relative). We can set up the case using the predicate 'is Canadian.' For we can suppose that Smith is justified in believing that Jones is Canadian, but that Smith is unaware that he himself is Canadian (Smith is suffering from selective amnesia). None of these cases are plausible examples of semantic failure. All of these cases refute the JTB analysis of knowledge.
But perhaps I am being too quick. Even though there is no semantic failure when Smith uses the relevant predicate, it is somewhat plausible that there is semantic failure when Smith uses the definite description 'the man who will get the job.' The speaker's referent is Jones, whereas the semantic referent is Smith himself. This is not the kind of semantic failure emphasized by Mizrahi, but others have argued that it undermines Gettier's first case. 8 Does the possibility of this kind of semantic failure show that our intuition about Gettier's first case should not be assigned much evidential weight? I think not. If this kind of semantic failure is the correct explanation of our intuition, then the intuition should be absent when there is no such semantic failure. But again it is easy to revise Gettier's first case so that there is no such semantic failure. Suppose again that Smith has strong evidence for believing that Jones is the man who will get the job and that Jones is handsome. Smith performs an existential generalization and says the following:
(I**) There is someone who is both getting a job and handsome.
It turns out that (I**) is true, but not for the reasons that Smith thinks. For it turns out that (I**) is made true by Smith himself. Even though Smith is justified in believing (I**), and even though (I**) is true, I have the strong intuition that Smith fails to know (I**). This intuition cannot be explained by the kind of semantic failure discussed above, since no such semantic failure is present. We are dealing here with an existential generalization. There is no definite description whose semantic referent is Smith and whose speaker's referent is Jones. There is no definite description whatsoever. Of course, there is some sense in which Smith has Jones in mind when inferring (I**), but this point seems irrelevant. The fact of the matter is that (I**) is an existential generalization, whose content does not include Jones (or anyone else). There is nothing to prevent Smith from believing (I**). Since this belief is justified and true, the relevant question is whether this belief counts as knowledge. Unless we insist that Smith does indeed know (I**), we must conclude with Gettier that the JTB analysis is false. 9 I turn finally to Gettier's second case. In this case Smith has strong evidence for believing that Jones owns a Ford. His evidence is that "Jones has at all times in the past owned a car, and always a Ford, and that Jones has just offered Smith a ride while driving a Ford." 10 Smith makes a rudimentary logical inference and says the following: In fact, Smith does not know Brown's location. Still, Smith is justified in believing (h), since Smith inferred it from something else that he is justified in believing. It turns out that (h) it true, but not for the reasons that Smith thinks. The twist in this case is that Jones does not own a Ford, but, by sheer coincidence, Brown is in Barcelona. Many have the strong intuition that Smith fails to know (h). Since Smith is justified in believing (h), we seem to have a counterexample to the JTB analysis.
This case is misleading, according to Mizrahi, because Smith wishes to refer to the person who has always owned a Ford, who has just offered him a ride while driving a Ford, and so on. This is the speaker's referent of 'Jones.' Mizrahi argues that the speaker's referent of 'Jones' must differ from the semantic referent of 'Jones.' Unfortunately for Mizrahi, his argument betrays a serious misunderstanding of Gettier's second case. Mizrahi sets up the case so that Smith comes to have evidence for believing (f) Jones owns a Ford 9 Someone might insist that Smith knows (I**) on independent grounds: there are so many handsome men in the world, it is reasonable to think that at least one of them is getting a job. But we can easily avoid this complication by replacing 'is handsome' with a predicate that applies to fewer people. Then Smith's only justification for believing (I**) would have to do with Jones. Even then someone might insist that Smith knows (I**). I suspect that Christoph SchmidtPetri would insist that Smith knows (I**), though I am not certain (see "Is Gettier's First Example Flawed?"). Since Schmidt-Petri's remarks on Gettier are complicated, and since I am concerned specifically with Mizrahi's argument, I must set the matter aside. Readers can decide for themselves whether it is plausible to insist that Smith knows (I**). 10 Gettier, "Is Justified True Belief Knowledge," 122.
and then infers (g) Either Jones owns a Ford or Brown is in Boston

